MARSHAL   NET
it succeeded. The iyth was spent in preparing, and next
day they matched to the ground with uniforms as near
trim as'possible, muskets clean, steel bright, and every
bit of brass depicting a generous usage of spittle, polish,
and willing elbows.
That 18th was a Sunday. Marshal Ney wheeled his
charger into the courtyard, and as the 3rd Corps with
Eagles well mounted and arms level took up position, it
seemed as though the glory of the Empire had come
again. For nothing less than an invincible, if not eternal
spirit, could have inspired that restoration of order from
rank miser}", of pride and military alertness from hunger
and deadly fatigue.
The officers dismounted and the men stood easily,
awaiting inspection. Suddenly a booming echo 'was
heard, and they exchanged glances. It was gunfire,
somewhere in the south, yet who was fighting? What of
the peace negotiations?
But silence, here was Napoleon! They knew their
paces, those veterans, the measured yet seemingly im-
patient step, the regular swing, the old cue for enthusiasm.
"Vive PEmpereurP Could it soar to the drab Moscow-
skies, where snow was gathering? cVive FEmpereurP
He was speaking, congratulating the Alarshal on his fine
corps. And now was the distribution of crosses, -with
a friendly word for the men -who received them, a look
that comprehended the whole parade. cVive------*
A horseman, dashing into the first court with no more
ceremony than belonged to the field! News from the
south, the region whence an unexpected gunfire had
reached the Kremlin. Napoleon reads, and men notice
that his face is not the same after. Cause enough, for
the message means that Murat has been attacked, beaten,
and nearly cut off from Moscow. Then the peace hopes?
Dashed, my friend. The Tsar has spoken.
Once more the parade springs to attention, this time
for dismissal. And now how delusive, it can be seen,
was the first appearance of smartness that buoyed it on
132